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St. Columba, Cassiodorus, and Julian Boyd:
Some Lessons to Learn about Metaphor
FRANK G. BURKE

S

omewhere, in my picaresque wanderings through
the culture palaces of Washington, where I occasionally was assigned the role of Praetorian
Guard over the nation's historical treasures, I acquired
a copy of a curious speech delivered by Julian Boyd to
the meeting of the Society of American Archivists in
Annapolis on 13 October 1939.
The speech was curious for a number of reasons.
Entitled "St. Columba, Peter Force, and Robert C.
Brinkley: The Lesson They Teach," it was largely dedicated to Brinkley, who was an early exponent of documentary microfilming and author of the Manual on
Methods of Reproducing Research Materials. It was also
curious in that it apparently was never published, and
the copy that I acquired was the reading copy held by
the great Julian, with emendations in his own hand.
Mine is certainly not the original, which I assume continues to rest in the fond where I found it, but it is a
photocopy of some fifteen pages.
It might also seem curious in that Boyd weaves his
remarks so that the whole cloth that emerges from his
literary loom is one that enwraps the use of microfilm
in order to make documentary resources available to
masses of researchers at minimal cost. He does, however, conclude that not all documentary collections
should be so treated, but it is justifiable if the cost
equation between processing materials for reproduction and the prospective quantity of sales justifies it.
Thus, Boyd muses:
Publication by printing is and will continue to be
justifiable when this hypothetical sum is to be used
to secure a small number of titles for distribution
in a large number of copies; microcopying, to produce a large number of titles in a small number
of copies.

FRANK G. BURKE delivered this presidential address at the
annual banquet of the Association for Documentary Editing in
Chicago on 19 October 1991. He is Professor of Library and
Information Science at the University of Maryland at College
Park and served as Executive Director of the National Historical
Publications and Records Commission, 1975-84, and Acting Archivist at the National Archives and Records Administration,
1985-87.

Frank C. Burke delivers his presidential address.

In 1939 Boyd was still some three years away from beginning his magnum opus-the Papers of Thomas Jefferson. He notes that a project to do a definitive edition
of the writings of Franklin, comparable to the earlier
writings of Washington, had sought a large subvention
(the word "grant" had not yet crept into the scholar's
lexicon in 1939), and he commented:
This, I believe, is justifiable in respect of the voluminous papers of Washington, Franklin, Jefferson, and no doubt others. At least in the present
stage of transition we shall doubtless be obliged
to continue with traditional methods in dealing
with state papers, important public documents
such as the Territorial Papers, and the manuscripts
of figures of national importance.
But then he goes on to state:
But at least we should recognize the fact that we
are, in many cases, being inefficient and we should
seek to realize the potentiabilities [sic] of the new
methods whenever they are practicable.
The context of these remarks, and the meaning of the
references in the title "St. Columba, Peter Force, and
Robert C. Brinkley: The Lesson They Teach," form
Boyd's theme, which is the progression of editing, from
the sixth-century Irish saint, through the nineteenthcentury American transcriber, to the twentieth-century
proponent of photocopying of texts. Nor does Boyd
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limit himself to these widely separated figures. At one
point in his paper he recites the genealogy of publishers
and printers to whom we should all pay homage: Columba, Wang Chieh, Gutenberg, Caxton, Juan Bablos
in Mexico City, Stephen Daye in Cambridge, and Friedrich Koenig, who, Boyd explains, "in 18IO brought
about the marriage of two of the world's great inventions-the steam engine and the printing press."
It is, of course, the role of reviewers to find something to say about a work, even if it appears to be close
to perfect in its concept, presentation, and conclusions.
One method of the critic is to argue with the author
for not approaching the subject as the critic would.
The pages euphemistically labeled "communications"
at the back of professional journals such as the American
Historical Review contain ample evidence of the response of authors to such criticism, almost all of which
responses say, in effect, "if that's the way you think it
should have been written, why don't you try writing it
that way yourself!" I do not wish to get into such a
tussle with the great Julian, especially since he is not
here to defend himself, and probably dispatch my comments with a perceptive verbal thrust and a devastatingly witty parry, but I would like to have the
opportunity to discuss with him why he chose St. Columba instead of someone who would seem to be an
even more fitting subject to put in his pantheon of
editorial gods, that is, St. Columba's contemporary,
Cassiodorus.
We can assume that the St. Columba of Boyd's title
is the late sixth-century Irish scholar more commonly
referred to as St. Columbanus than the mid-sixth-century Irish scholar commonly referred to as St. Columba.
Boyd makes a glancing reference to a codex by Finnian
among his St. Columba's works, and that fits the former
saint more than the latter. Boyd praises Columbanus
for "practicing one of the primary functions of the
monastic life, the multiplication, that is, the publication, of books." He also notes that the "Irish Monk
was himself a copyist, using a time-honored method."
Beyond that, Boyd does not go, even though he could
have noted the greater contribution to scholarship that
Columbanus made-the establishment of Bobbio, the
Italian monastery noted for its scriptorium, its comprehensive library, and as "one of the greatest seats of
learning of the early Middle Ages. " I As it turns out, St.
Columbanus' major contributions to posterity are his
letters and poems and the supervision of the copying
of major works that were thus preserved for posterity
long after the originals or earlier copies had
disappeared.
And why would I expect Boyd to turn to Cassiodorus
as his model for Brinkley rather than to St. Columba
or Columbanus? There are a few reasons, and also some
areas on which we can speculate if Boyd had selected
Cassiodorus as his model.

2
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Cassiodorus is believed to have been born between
484 and 490, just before the Ostrogoth Theodoric became the sole ruler of Italy. At that time, Cassiodorus'
father was governing Sicily and later other lands of the
western empire. Following in his father's footsteps, Cassiodorus entered government service, rising through
the ranks until he became magister officiorum for Theodoric, and, since the Gothic king was essentially Latin
illiterate, Cassiodorus became his filter to the outside
world, supervising and even writing the official letters,
reports, appointments, and other documents that were
necessary for such high office. In 519 Cassiodorus compiled the Chronica, which brought into harmony the
concept of the Romans and the Goths as destined rulers
of Italy. On the death of Theodoric in 526 Cassiodorus
remained in the court administration as praetorian prefect and stayed in Rome until Belisarius captured Ravenna, at which point he "disappeared" in
Constantinople for close to fifteen years. He then returned to found a small monastery on his own lands,
called the Vivarium. There he established a scriptorium,
assembled a small number of monks, wrote his major
works-the Institutiones and De Orthographia-and died
somewhere between his ninety-sixth and hundredth
birthday. 2
After Theodoric's death, Cassiodorus prepared the
Variae, which holds interest for us in that it is an early
form of edited and published government documents.
They were collected mostly during the reign of Theodoric and, since Cassiodorus was, in effect, Theodoric's
secretary, written by himself for the king's signature or
for government distribution. The collection was, according to the compiler, whatever he could gather from
his career written by him relating to his government
activities. The work was prepared in twelve books and
includes the wide variety of documents one would expect to find in a government of the period. Thus, there
are edicts, letters of appointment, letters of instruction
to lower officials, documents relating to tax relief, some
construction documents, and judicial decisions in which
Cassiodorus participated as ajustice. 3 In its content the
document sounds like it would be comparable to our
Public Papers of the President series, regularly published
by the Federal Register. It is, in effect, a "snapshot of
administrative structure."4 At first glance, therefore,
one would think the Variae to be a place to go for an
understanding of the manner in which Roman/Gothic
government ruled in the sixth century, and some scholars say we know about the Ostrogothic rule of Rome
only because of Cassiodorus' publication. But the collection of documents does not stand up to such scrutiny, and probably did not please Julian Boyd too much,
if he ever saw it. The link is not so much with Boyd's
Annapolis speech with which I began, but rather with
Boyd's philosophy as an editor of the Jefferson papers,
which might be instructive.

The analysis that a young scholar, James J. O'Donnell, made of the Variae as recently as 1979 through
some fifty pages of commentary, slowly and methodically brings out the reasons for our trusting the documents for some things, but not for a close reading of
the administration of Theodoric or the functioning of
the offices held by Cassiodorus. O'Donnell notes that
the documents, in sum, thread "through the events of
the preceding decades, glossing over disturbances past
and present, emphasizing only the happy and the successful."5 Thus, compiled as it was at the end of a long
and sometimes tempestuous reign, the work could be
read by contemporaries near and far, as well as by future generations, without "offending any potential audiences,"6 and "with which no one in the
Mediterranean world had reason to take deliberate exception." O'Donnell then takes on the question of determining who might have been the intended audience
for the compilation and discusses the possibility that it
might have been a sort of vanity publication, prepared
by Cassiodorus to show his contributions to the progress and order of government during the first half of
the century.
What I find instructive in the study of the Variae is
not so much the question of who Cassiodorus thought
might be the ultimate reader of the work, but later studies that reveal what the Variae was actually used for by
scholars. If, as a compilation of "selected" documents
it could not be taken as a full and unvarnished account
of the reign of Theodoric or the career of Cassiodorus,
then why would it survive to the point where it is still
being analyzed some fourteen centuries later? Cannot
many of today's editors pose a similar question about
their own works? Indeed, could not Julian Boyd look
down the long tunnel of history and wonder about the
uses of his Jefferson? The answers may lie in the contents of the letters that Cassiodorus chose for inclusion.
In many instances they serve to "put the very best face
on the Ostrogothic kingdom for its sophistication of
culture as well as its benevolence in government'" and
"give an elegant picture of the whole life of the kingdom and its society."8 The implicit thrust of the Variae,
therefore, seems to be "not, in fact, objective truth,
but the counteraction, by a kind of genteel polemic, of
the angry prejudices that were displayed on all sides in
the Gothic war."9 The importance of all of this, of
course, is that after fourteen centuries we have little
more than these letters to give us an intimate impression of the reign of Theodoric, and thus our historical
evaluation of the man and his rule is forever shaped.
Others may write about the life and times of the Ostrogothic king and be judged on their ascribed prejudices,
but Cassiodorus provides the actual words that the king
used in the administration of his affairs-they are, in
truth, documentary evidence, and thus of higher significance than interpretive histories, even with all of

their lacunae and faults.
Further study of the letters provides a glimpse of how
the classes treated each other-how the king or his highly placed officials used different language and style
when addressing different strata of society, all of which
provides some insight into the existence of friends and
those who were not so friendly; or those on whom the
realm must rely for support and those whose support
might not have counted. Tone and word usage, consciously controlled by a politically and socially astute
minister of state, can add significantly to our knowledge
of political and social relationships, especially since private details of such relationships have not survived.
The letters and other documents are also a means
for studying the language of persuasion or dissuasion;
praise or reproach, couched as such things often were
in metaphor or allegory. And what is the nature of the
allegory? Is it religious? Mythical? Scientific? Astronomical? To what source of common knowledge did the
writer have recourse, and does that tell us something
of the society of the day-what they knew, what they
read? Cassiodorus tended to use animal or natural history allegories. He refers to elephants and storms, and
how purple cloth is produced as well as the source of
amber. 1o By analyzing the specific references that he
makes to these objects, one can determine that he most
likely had read the Hexameron of Ambrose, and in other
instances he specifically cites Tacitus as the source of
his analogy on amber,u Did the author have Tacitus at
hand? Had he read it himself, or was he citing it through
a filter-an intermediary? The test might be in how
correct the citation is, or, if skewed, if it is skewed to
match the misquote of an earlier author. And he obviously would not make such a reference if he did not
think that his audience knew of Tacitus. Thus, we have
a glimmer of the level of knowledge of the reader as
well as the writer.
I cite all of these things not so much so that we may
understand Cassiodorus better, but rather so that we
may come to a modestly different appreciation of the
genre of documentary evidence, with which we deal
every day. Although we may be certain that what editors
do is set the record straight, either to present the specific issues, facts, comments, and reactions in a certain
historical situation so that there can be a judgment of
what really (probably) happened, we are confining ourselves too narrowly if we believe that historical events
and creative inspiration are the final product of the
documentary or literary editor's art. What will be left
for scholars to discover when they unearth the remains
of the National Archives in the year 3391, or fourteen
hundred years hence? Will they understand, or even be
concerned with the battle of Bull Run or of Bladensburg? Will they ponder the wisdom of Santayana or
Thoreau? Will they read the Public Papers of the President
or the correspondence of Thomas Jefferson only to find
March 1992 • DOCUMENTARY EDITING

3

out what was the subject of speeches to the American
Bar Association or what Americans thought of the
French Revolution? Or will they be looking from so far
a distance at language usage, tone, thrust, emphasis?
Will they study allegory and wonder about references
to sport and television? Can one determine the state
of American culture from the allegories and metaphors
employed by Jefferson or Wilson, Captain Ahab or
Coalhouse Walker?
Those thirty-fourth-century researchers will, of
course, be ever indebted to Julian Boyd for the editorial
philosophy that he professed, even though one lifetime
was not enough to permit him to complete his task on
Jefferson. Those researchers will have more on J efferson than Cassiodorus has left us on Theodoric. Boyd
prescribed a full record, sent and received, and one
that reflected the reality of the moment, including errors, slurs, and false starts-a total effort, no-holdsbarred, full-court press. And, if they uncover the same
treatment for Washington, Franklin, Adams, et aI., will
they not be overjoyed? And then there is Taylor and
Tyler and Harding. And, of course, Carter and Ford.
And how about Cuomo and Dukakis and Soapy
Williams?
This absurdity, of course, brings us back to St. Columba, Cassiodorus, and Julian Boyd, and some lessons
we may learn from them. Perhaps Columba's modest
goal of acquiring the important works of the day in
facilities spread across Italy and holding them for future generations without embellishment is the model
to emulate. One might say that the librarian and archivist do that. And perhaps Cassiodorus was correct
in part, by teaching his monks how to respect the original document from which they were copying, but also
to prepare a positive image of his time through selection of what should be passed on to future generations,
and, conversely, deciding what might best be left behind
in the dustbin of history. In those actions he was both
a teacher and a historian telling his side of the story
through some documents. And perhaps Julian Boyd was
right in stating at Annapolis that a few individuals deserved the honor of a complete record of their actions
because they were pivotal for society in their time, and
they reflect the world around them, but that not all
individuals are of equal historic weight, and judgments
must be made about what to treat as sacred and what
to consider mundane. In that sense he was the editor
personified. Once having selected the object of who
would carry the message of his time to future generations, the editor then holds back little or nothing in
order to make the record clear.
For the purposes of Julian Boyd's Annapolis speech,
however, we must focus on another major work on
which Cassiodorus' reputation is based-the Institutiones divinarum et saecularium, or, just the Institutiones.
The Institutiones comes to us in two books of multiple
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chapters each. They contain essays on diverse topics,
and Book I is of an entirely different cast from Book
II. We can thus consider them separate works, thematically, but sharing the same overall series title.
Book I devotes nine chapters to an analysis of books
of the Bible, one to methodology for studying the Bible,
and one to a list of all works to be found in the library
of the Vivarium, which, understandably, is rather important for Medievalists. There are chapters devoted
to the various church synods and concordance tables
of different books of scripture, etc. Chapter fifteen of
Book I of the Institutiones, however, is a manual for the
correct copying of texts to be used by the monks at the
Vivarium when going about the task that Cassiodorus
set for them. 12 As the noted University of Chicago medievalist, James Westfall Thompson, wrote in 1939, "It
is no exaggeration to say that Cassiodorus formulated
the ideals and established the technical practices of the
monastic scriptorium of future centuries in this remarkable treatise. "13 His instructions went to details of
fine binding, rubrication, and the making of illuminated
capitals and other illustrations. In order to provide a
proper basis for the use of abbreviations and other
copying techniques, Cassiodorus went on to write De
Orthographia, used as a model in many scriptoria over
the next millenium.
To what great purpose was such copying directed?
Earlier literature on the subject, written prior to 1939
and therefore available to Boyd, as well as the Thompson book just cited, had Boyd searched out the subject,
indicated that Cassiodorus had turned to the monastery
after a life of government administration, for solace in
his old age (he lived to be almost one hundred!). The
same literature indicated that he put his monks to copying the literary heritage of a declining Western civilization, both sacred and profane, and that he therefore
preserved a segment of Western culture that otherwise
was fated to be lost by the descent into the European
Dark Ages of scholarship and learning. The same
sources indicated that the collection at the Vivarium,
on the death of Cassiodorus, was transported to the
monastery at Bobbio, which, as we have seen, was established by Boyd's St. Columba, or Columbanus, along
with a string of others across Italy. Further common
wisdom had it that these very manuscripts remained
hidden at Bobbio for a thousand years, when they were
"discovered" by the Italian scholars of the sixteenth
century and their very unearthing (or de-monasterying!) was part of the intellectual tender that fueled the
Renaissance.
The chapter of Book I of the Institutiones that dealt
with the proper method for transcribing texts, therefore, assumes considerable significance for scholars
who wish to put trust in the copies that were preserved.
That whole story, accepted and. repeated in the texts
relating to Cassiodorus at the time that Julian Boyd was

preparing his remarks for the archivists at Annapolis
would, I contend, have made a magnificent theme and
an appropriate metaphor for the work of the twentiethcentury microphotographer, Robert Brinkley.
Whether out of ignorance or choice, Boyd did not
go for the Cassiodorian bait, but instead chose Columbanus, whose proprietorship of Bobbio and other
monasteries was sufficient to pass his name down
through the centuries for citation by a modern editor.
Through that self-conscious choice, or perhaps by happenstance, Julian Boyd has preserved his reputation
among those of us privy to his Annapolis speech. The
hypothesis that Cassiodorus was somehow the savior of
Western culture, and that his manuscripts at Bobbio
were a, key in the reawakening of scholarship a thousand
years later was promulgated principally by Rudolf Beer,
publishing in the Bulletin for the Royal Academy of Science
at Vienna in 1911,14 and Beer's theory was picked up and
repeated in numerous other general works on the period, and in some encyclopedia entries on Cassiodorus
through the early part of this century. One could not
have held Boyd at fault if he had cited such sources,
since he made no claims to original work in medieval
history. But it was not long after Boyd wrote his Annapolis speech that the Beer hypothesis was being criticized by other Medievalists. In 1947 Elias Lowe
disputed Beer in volume 4 of the Codices Latini Antiquiores, published by the Clarendon Press at Oxford
University, and Lowe's argument was buttressed by one
H. Bloch, in his review of Lowe's work in 1950 in Speculum. 15 Then, in 1979, James O'Donnell put all of the
pieces together and concluded that the work at the
Vivarium was almost exclusively religious copying; that
many of the copies of religious works were made, not
for posterity, but so that each of the monks could have
a copy to study and learn from; that Cassiodorus did
not set up a school for the training of copyists who
would go out and train others, but rather that he retreated to the Vivarium only to partake of "the selfsufficient Christian life of monasticism," which to him
included scholastic activity.16 And, finally, that few of
the Vivarium manuscripts went to Bobbio for a thousand-year rest.
One wonders, when faced with these speculations on
the part of recent authors, why we know the name
Cassiodorus at all. If modern scholarship is correct,
Cassiodorus turns out to be a rather ordinary sixthcentury figure who left some writings, although none
of a very revolutionary or revealing nature, and who
established one of many, many private monasteries in
which to retreat in his old age as the old world fell
down around him, like a 1990S Communist slinking off
to his remote dacha just to get away from it all. And,
if all that is so, why am I dragging this red herring
across these pages and implying that Julian Boyd would
have done better, in 1939, to pick Cassiodorus as his

object of comparison than Columbanus? Perhaps because, in the recent O'Donnell biography the author
who, in effect, demolishes the reputation of the monk,
cites 338 works on Cassiodorus in the process, indicating that for some fourteen hundred years the monk
was not universally treated as a lightweight.
All of this idealistic speculation, of course, is appropriate for the rarefied atmosphere of a presidential address at an annual banquet of a scholarly society. What
the basic and true meaning of these remarks is, however, relates to the role of metaphor in historical analogy. For over thirteen hundred years the reputation of
Cassiodorus was one of a transmitter of cultural tradition from ancient to modern civilization. The revisionists have now declared that that is not so. In a few
hundred years a counteraction may set in and Cassiodorus may be restored to his traditional pedestal. By
selecting as his metaphor St. Columba instead of Cassiodorus, Julian Boyd's reputation is upheld because
his monk has not (yet) been historically defrocked. Had
he chosen the much more logical candidate in the context of 1939 historical tradition, Boyd's own reputation
would be at least smudged by the revelations of 1979
revisionist scholarship. The lesson is that one must carefully watch one's metaphors. Julian Boyd may have
sensed that, when crossing the historical Rubicon, one
must make sure not to take the road to a reputational
Waterloo.
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